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Abstract 
In their survey of literacy attainment in the primary grades in rural India, ASER (2011) found a mismatch between the high 
expectations of textbooks and the reality of student abilities. This paper examines the readability of English textbooks used in the 
primary grades in English-medium schools. Using the text analysis tool Coh-Metrix, it found differences on four parameters—
text length, narrativity, type-token ratio, and use of anaphora—between the commercial textbooks and the new government 
textbooks. The commercial textbooks use texts to teach language by manipulating linguistic variables, whereas the new 
government textbooks focus on the story. The results are discussed in terms of the educational philosophies and assumptions of 
the two types of organizations, and recent directions in textbooks. 
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1. Introduction 
Reading is central to education, because children have to understand texts in their academic disciplines. 
However, surveys point to the extremely poor reading skills of school children in India. A study by Aser (2011) 
found that rural school children read at grade levels that are considerably lower than expected; children in Grade 5 
could read at Grade 2 level. The study identified the level of the textbooks as a specific problem, as the textbooks 
were pitched at an unrealistic level that did not match students’ abilities. So, although the students made slow gains 
in reading through the primary grades, they did so at a slower pace than envisaged by the textbooks. 
Although this problem has been investigated in the case of the Indian languages, no studies have examined the 
textbooks used in the growing number of English-medium schools that have sprung up to cater to first-generation 
learners. These schools use the available textbooks that were designed for children who had parental support for 
their English studies. However, there are indications that these books are too difficult for children. During 
discussions with teachers at one semi-rural school, three teachers said that the textbooks were too difficult for the 
students, and they were going to replace them with simpler textbooks. Further, the textbooks were too difficult for 
even the teachers; in the staff room, one teacher was struggling to understand the Grade 2 textbook she had to teach. 
Classroom observations in Grade 4 found that teachers explained the content of the text, explained vocabulary, and 
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taught grammar.  Students listened during the teachers’ explanations, and then took turns reading sentences out loud, 
while the teacher corrected pronunciation errors. Although this describes reading instruction in all schools, in this 
case an additional problem surfaced, which was the readability of the target text. When the target text was run 
through Microsoft Word, the Flesch-Kincaid grade level was 7.9 for students in Grade 4. This suggests that the 
reading level of texts in the English textbooks may be unrealistically high. 
This prompted me to examine the readability of texts in the textbooks being used in English-medium schools. In 
India, the textbook is central in teaching, with little or no supplementary material. The English language textbooks 
are designed with a text that is followed by activities on vocabulary, grammar, spoken language, and writing. Hence, 
the text is central to language instruction and is also intended for reading instruction.  
This paper examines the expectations built into textbooks. The reality is that students (and often, their teachers) 
do not have the language proficiency or reading skills to understand more than simple sentences. This is exacerbated 
in the case of first-generation learners. The two research questions are:  
1. How do the texts differ by grade? Is there a progression from simple to difficult? If so, how is this difficulty 
conceptualized? 
2. Do the textbooks differ in their approach to text readability and, hence, reading development? 
2. Method 
The four most widely prescribed textbooks were selected. One was the textbook series by the government 
organization, NCERT (2005), while the other three were from commercial publishing houses—Gulmohar (1975) by 
Orient BlackSwan, New Oxford Modern English (1992) by Oxford, and Images (2012) by Longman/ Pearson.  
2.1. 2.1 Description of the textbooks 
The National Council of Educational Research and Training (NCERT) was set up in 1961 by the Indian 
government to provide academic support for school education through policy recommendations, surveys, etc. As 
part of its mandate, it publishes some school textbooks that are intended for schools managed by the central 
government; they also serve as models to guide the textbook development units of the state governments.  The early 
English textbooks, which were written to teach English as a second language from Grade 6, followed the Structural 
Approach. In 2005, the NCERT brought out the National Curriculum Framework (NCF), which strongly advocates a 
child-centered approach that makes learning (a) joyful and (b) relevant to the child’s experiences. Accordingly, it 
developed a new series of textbooks called Marigold in 2005, but in light of the increasing demand for instruction 
through English, the new series teaches English from Grade 1.   
Although NCERT textbooks are considerably cheaper, schools prefer to use commercial textbooks because there 
is a chronic shortage of NCERT textbooks, and schools feel that commercial textbooks are more prestigious because 
they are pitched at a higher level.   
At the same time, given the strong influence of the NCERT on the school curriculum, commercial textbooks tend 
to follow its lead. So, commercial textbooks first followed the Structural Approach. With the publication of the NCF 
and the related NCERT textbooks, the hypothesis was that there would be a difference between textbooks published 
before the NCF (namely, Gulmohar and Oxford) and after its publication (namely, NCERT books and Images).  
2.2. Data analysis 
From the textbooks for Grades 1 to 4, the texts in the first and final units were selected for analysis. This 
provided a total of 31 texts (one text from a commercial textbook could not be located). The 31 texts were analyzed 
using Coh-Metrix, which analyzes texts on more than 100 linguistic and psycholinguistic variables. To reduce the 
number of variables, a one-way ANOVA was conducted, using Old versus New Books as the two factors. In all, 15 
indices were significant (p<0.05). Next, a multivariate ANOVA was conducted, followed by post-hoc comparisons. 
In addition, the texts in the Indian books were compared to a story written for Grade 3 children in the US. 
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3. Results 
3.1. Grade level  
On three variables, grade level was significant.   
• Text length: On average number of words per text, the difference between Grades 2 and 3 was significant 
(p<0.023).  
• Syntactic similarity: There were significant differences on adjacent syntax (p<0.000) and overall syntax 
(p<0.003).  Post-hoc tests show that Grade 1 differs from the rest. Hence, syntax is controlled in Grade 1, but 
becomes less regulated in higher grades. 
• Text connectivity:  This increases from Grade 1 to Grade 2 (p<0.039).  
In short, from lower to higher grades, the texts become longer and the syntax more varied. In Grade 1, there is 
less connection between the sentences in the story. 
3.2. Textbooks   
The NCERT books and the commercial books differed on the following variables.  
  
• Text length: (p<0.004). NCERT uses the shortest texts (range 131-457 words), whereas the commercial books 
show a steady increase, so that by Grade 4 they reach 687 (Images), 836 (Oxford), and 1,177 (Gulmohar). 
• Lexical diversity: (p<0.023).  This provides a measure of the number of different content words in the text. A low 
score indicates that words are repeated and vocabulary is controlled. Oxford had the lowest ratio; for example in 
Grade 1 the ratio is 0.3, whereas it is 0.5 for the other books. 
•  Syntax: This was not significant by source. However, since it is significant by grade level, all the textbooks 
control syntax in Grade 1. 
• Cohesion: This is measured by overlap between adjacent anaphora. The difference is significant (p<0.041), with 
Oxford having the lowest score. In fact, the score for the first story is zero, which is evident from the sentences 
below:  
 
Mrs. Sharma is getting down. Mrs. Sharma is standing at the side of the road. 

• Use of first person: (p<0.03). The NCERT has the highest score (mean=42.248), followed by Gulmohar 
(mean=22.438), Images (mean=17.7), and Oxford (mean=9.014). This was followed up with a further analysis 
using a more basic Coh-Metrix tool designed for stories that checks narrativity. On narrativity, the NCERT texts 
ranged from 78–94, whereas the scores for the rest were Gulmohar (67–98), Oxford (29–89) and Images (61–95).  
 
The results did not support the hypothesis of a difference between older and newer commercial books. Instead, 
the difference lay between the NCERT books and the commercial textbooks. 
3.3. Comparison with external norms:  
When compared to the TASA norm text, the Indian texts differed on all five variables:  
• Narrativity is extremely low in the Indian texts. 
• Syntax: There is higher syntactic control in the Indian texts.  
• Concreteness: With the exception of the NCERT texts, the Indian texts have a low score on word concreteness.  
• Referential cohesion: Indian texts have higher referential cohesion than the external norm.  
• Deep cohesion: This is extremely low in the Indian texts, making them difficult to process.  
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4. Discussion 
The results indicate differences between the NCERT books and the commercial books, with some variation 
among the commercial books. To different degrees the commercial texts manipulate the length of the text, incidence 
of vocabulary, and syntax. In short, complexity from lower to higher grades is viewed in terms of longer texts, a 
wider range of words, and more complex syntax. This is clearly driven by the Structural Approach. In contrast, the 
NCERT books do not attempt to control these linguistic factors. 
 
The single variable that distinguishes the NCERT books is narrativity and the use of the first person in the texts. 
This indicates that story quality and not linguistic variables drives the selection of texts for the NCERT books. In 
fact, it is difficult to identify why a text has been selected for one grade and not another.  The texts, in a sense, are 
simplified readers. This is in line with the NCF, which advocates making learning ‘joyful’.  It is worth noting that 
the latest (2012) commercial books remain caught in the linguistic control approach. 
 
4.1. Sample Texts in Grade 1 
The first lesson in Grade 1 is where children encounter their first piece of connected writing, but the grade level 
is unrealistic. Images begins with a text at the Grade 1 level, but the others are at Grades 2 and 3.   
 
The first text in the NCERT book is 171 words and is the story of The Three Pigs using Indian names. Like all 
stories, it has characters, actions, goals, and a setting.  Narration is in the past tense and characters announce their 
intentions—“I will blow your house down.” Although the commercial books use characters, other components of a 
story are missing, because the focus is on presenting grammatical structures. This can be seen in the following texts 
from the three commercial books: 
• “Mrs. Sharma is walking. Mrs. Sharma is standing by the side of the road…” (Oxford) 
• “I am Reena. I have two friends….” (Images) 
• “The elephant is standing under the big tree. It is sleeping.” (Gulmohar) 
4.2. Recent trends 
A quick look at a few recent textbooks shows changes as a response to either the changing demographics or the 
NCF guidelines. In the commercial sphere, the linguistic orientation has become stronger in order to reach out to 
students with low levels of English. The texts are shorter, use a limited set of words, and are vehicles for syntactic 
structures. For example, the first text in a new textbook by Oxford teaches the verb to be:  
Amit: What is this? 
Neha: It is an apple. 
Amit: Let’s eat it. 
Neha (smiling): It is made of mud. 
 
In contrast, the influence of the NCF can be seen in non-commercial textbooks written by the states and NGOs, 
which take the NCERT’s recommendations very seriously. The NCF recommended that textbooks be joyful and 
relevant to the child’s experiences and environment, but there is a tendency to pick up only the second 
recommendation. So, the texts encourage children to read and talk about themselves, but read like social studies 
textbooks.  For instance, children learn the names of different clothes and sort them into three categories—Above the 
waist, Below the waist, and On the head. Storytelling, imagination, and fantasy are missing. 
The analysis shows that textbooks for the primary grades in India are caught between treating reading as a 
reading problem and as a language problem (Alderson, 1984). This comes from the unusual status of English in 
India, where the language of instruction—English—has social currency, but the school has the primary 
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responsibility for developing language skills, including reading. The government textbook approaches students as 
children who have to be encouraged to read through stories. In contrast, other textbooks (both commercial and non-
commercial) view children as second language learners, who have to learn the language system. 
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